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LETTER FROM MR. MUIR TO PROFESSOR SYLVESTER ON 

THE WORD CONTINUANT. 

In reference to the foot-note on page 127 of your Journal "of Mathe- 
matics, will you allow me the use of a corner to state that the name 
"Continuant" such as it is, was chosen by me before I had had the pleasure 
of profiting by your papers in the Philosophical Magazine, and when I 
believed myself to be the first who had lit upon the peculiar determinant- 
form in question. On being undeceived by finding the discovery attributed 
in several German writings (see especially Gunther's Darstellung der Naherungs- 
werfhe von Kettenbruchen in indejoendenter Form) to continental mathematicians, 
I carefully examined into the matter, testing the validity of the claims made 
in these writings, and seeking for earlier traces of the discovery. The result 
of this work convinced me of your undeniable priority, and when next I had 
occasion to write on the subject (Phil. Mag.-, 1877) I called attention, in the 
most pointed manner, to the conclusion I had come to, and gave the necessary 
reference to your papers. I have not, however, ceased to use the term " con- 
tinuant" (1) because, as an exceedingly suitable and euphonious abbrevia- 
tion for " continued-fraction determinant" it seems to me to be the very word 
wanted, (2) because, in this way, it is a short literal translation of the equiva- 
lent term "Kettenbruch-Determinante" which is the received name in Germany, 
(3) because, though it may be somewhat scant of meaning to a literalist, I 
cannot but consider it eminently " suggestive," and (4) because doubtless I 
have still a foster-father's kindly feeling towards the name he has known 
another's child by. 

4th September, 1878. 

[Reasons 2 and 3 above given appear to afford quite a sufficient justifica- 
tion for the use of the word in question. J. J, S.] 
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